This article explores the implications of the prevalence of suicide attacks or 'martyrdom operations' in contemporary Islam. Historical and legal precedents from Islam and Christianity are adduced for the analysis and placed within the context of radical Islam.
Introduction to Radical Islam
During the year since September 11, 2001 the appeal of radical Islam throughout parts of the Muslim world has become clear. This version of Sunni Islam, which emphasizes the role of jihad as a salvific and purifying act with the ultimate goal of establishing a messianic (in the sense of idealized) caliphal state encompassing all Muslims, has proved to be significant throughout Arabic and Urdu speaking Muslim countries. Radical Islam is an exclusive ideology, which rejects substantial elements of Muslim civilization and history as non-Islamic, and does not hesitate to do the same for large numbers of present-day Muslims, mainly Sufis and Shi'ites, promiscuously using the term "apostate" to describe all who do not subscribe to its belief-system. It has a paranoid and apocalyptic outlook, usually subscribing to grand anti-Semitic conspiracy theories involving Jewish control of the world, and seeks to confront and eliminate those elements in contemporary Muslim society that it has identified as foreign. Side-by-side with this paranoid vision, it strongly embraces modern science and technology, and seeks to graft them onto its vision of the future of the Muslim world, after these tools have been stripped of their Western origins. While radical Islam does not appear (currently) to have the same mass appeal among Turks and Central Asians, nor for the most part among Indonesian and Malaysian Muslims, and only to both Muslims and non-Muslims, it is legitimate to ask what precisely the intended and the actual message conveyed is. When the attraction to a given method, such as martyrdom operations, is so very strong and pervasive throughout the core Muslim lands, while the obvious revulsion and rejection on the part of the outside world, including many Muslims, is equally passionate one must ask what precisely is the reason for this polarity and what are its implications.
Martyrdom Operations
Justifying martyrdom operations is not as easily accomplished as one might be led to think by the prevalence of fatwas supporting them. Since there is now a substantial body of legal literature available signed by the pens of the shaykhs supporting martyrdom operations, it is possible to see the methods by which their conclusions have been obtained. The fatwas examined include those of Shaykhs al-Tantawi, al-Qaradawi, and the Saudi radical shaykhs Hamud b. 'Uqla al-Shu'aybi, Sulayman al-'Alwan, 'Ali b. Khudayr al-Khudayr, together with the anonymous legal opinion "The Permissibility of Martyrdom Operations" written for the Chechen rebels, which was probably penned by the Saudi radical circle of al-Shu'aybi,4 and a number of collections of fatwas on this subject (with a total of 46 different ones). There are two basic groups of fatwas available: those from the areas of Egypt and Palestine, which usually seek to confine martyrdom operations to Israel (numbering 30 from among the 46), and those from Saudi Arabia, Chechnya and the supporters of al-Qa'ida which are more globalistic in nature (numbering 9 from among the 46 total; the remaining 7 do not specify any locality). Taken together, this literature gives us a window into the world-view of both the stated and some of the unstated reasons for the sudden appearance and prominence of martyrdom operations in the contemporary Muslim world.
Most of these pieces start out with a political commentary, leading us to note the primary reason for martyrdom operations: the perceived situation of the Muslim world. This situation is usually painted in very stark and humiliating terms for Muslims world wide, who are presented as those lacking all choice or volition in the contemporary world. Islam is either seen as entirely gone from the world or on the verge of being extinguished. A typical exposition of this attitude was given by Sulayman Abu Ghayth, the spokesman for al-Qa'ida, who stated in his justification of the attack of Sept. 11, 2001: It is noteworthy that once again, as in the previous selection, this verse speaks of buying and selling; the believer is enjoined to give up his life in return for the promise of Paradise. Furthermore, according to the third verse usually cited by the fatwas, one must not be too attached to this life:
Indeed you will find them [the evil-doers] of all people the most attached to life, even more than those who associated other gods with Allah. Every one of them wishes to live for one thousand years. This long life, however, will not spare them the punishment. Finally, the verse from the Qur'anic version of the David and Goliath story is cited: "How many a small band has defeated a larger one by Allah's leave. Allah is with the steadfast" (Qur'an 2:249). Taken together these verses, although none of them specifically enjoins suicide attacks, present a self-sacrificing picture on the part of the fighting believer, who is part of a smaller group, as opposed to the larger number of unbelievers, who are attached to this life and do not want to die. The scholars justifying martyrdom operations then move to the Prophet Muhammad's tradition (the hadith), which contains a number of stories showing early Muslims who were willing to attack obviously superior numbers (in accordance with Qur'an 2:249) and died in the process. From these stories, the scholars deduce that there is nothing wrong with carrying out a suicidal mission in battle, because one who carries out a martyrdom operation is similar to the one who attacks a superior force without hope of surviving. They then contrast the hopeful nature of one who carries out a martyrdom operation with the depression of one who commits suicide, intending to show that the two actions are not the same.
The name 'suicide operations' used by some is inaccurate, and in fact this name was chosen by the Jews to discourage people from such endeavors. How great is the difference between one who commits suicide -because of his unhappiness, lack of patience and weakness, or absence of iman [faith] and has been threatened with Hell-Fire -and between the self-sacrificer who embarks on the operation out of strength of faith, and to bring victory to Islam, by sacrificing his life for the upliftment of Allah's Word! (Permisibility 2)
The Saudi radical al-Shu'aybi, in his justification of martyrdom operations, concludes that the martyrdom operations are legitimate actions, part of waging jihad in the path of God -if the intent of the perpetrator is pure -because they are among the most successful of the means of jihad and effectiveness against the enemies of this faith [Islam] . This is because of the terror and the casualties -whether in killed or wounded -they cause, and the spread of fear, anxiety and impermanence because of them, and because of the reward they give to the Muslims, the strengthening of their hearts and the breaking of the hearts of their enemies . . . and other benefits of jihad. (al-Shu'aybi 1)
The stated purpose therefore, as in "The Islamic Ruling on the Permissibility of Martyrdom Operations," is both to spread terror, and to "strengthen the hearts of the Muslims." Although these goals are both perhaps part of a war-making effort, neither purpose is necessarily very effective in achieving victory.
Upon Although these criticisms are important, there are substantial inconsistencies within the fatwas and the evidence they supply for their justifications. These center around three basic problems:
1. One must ask whether there is a difference between attacking a superior force and suicide attacks. Much of the legal material adduced above seeks to draw an analogy between an extremely hopeless situation in battle -such as that of a single fighter charging a much larger enemy group, which is a situation frequently discussed by the classical authorities (summarized by Ibn al-Nahhas al-Dumyati 1:557-60) -and that of suicide attacks. One who charges a much larger number of enemies may or may not die (he could overwhelm the enemy by his personal bravery or be taken prisoner by them), and in any case his death is not the sole purpose of his attack. On the contrary, he can only continue to fight the enemy while he is alive. In a suicide attack the death of the perpetrator is the primary driving purpose of the operation with the hope that he take as many of the enemy with him as is possible and that his intention be to lift the Word of God to the highest (Qur'an 9:41). 6 Therefore, he will avoid any hostilities or even attracting attention to himself previous to his own death lest his ultimate purpose be undone or uncompleted.
2. Perceived necessity is clearly driving the fatwas and leads to the question of whether radical Muslims are making any attempt to provide a superior moral example. Is the legal basis to be that whatever is necessary to win is justified? Upon examining the fatwas enjoining "martyrdom operations" one notices that no attempt is made to confront the question of what they actually do either on behalf of Muslims (in either the tactical or the strategic sense) or to Islam as a whole. While we will cover this latter issue below, several Muslim critics have pointed out this problem (Ibn 'Uthaymin especially), and questioned the efficacy of martyrdom operations with regard to their inability to achieve any military results. This has been historically true as well. Japanese kamikazes failed to stop the advance of the United States armed forces during World War II despite the fear they engendered. There is no example of any seriously entrenched army defending territory to which the soldiers' mother country is committed or sees as a necessary asset being deterred, let alone defeated, by suicide attacks. (However, suicide attacks can deter an uncommitted state or army that might see the cost of a given series of operations as a price they are unwilling to pay.)
With regard to Israel, India, Turkey, Russia and the United States, which have been the principal targets of martyrdom operations during the past twenty years, only the United States in Lebanon during 1983-84 was actually persuaded to abandon a mission because of suicide attacks (and this was almost certainly because of the ill-defined nature of the operation and lack of political will to sustain it). For the most part, all of the above target countries have been either unmoved by martyrdom operations or have actually been strengthened in their national resolve as a result of being attacked in this manner. The best example is that of Hizbullah, which together with other Shi'ite groups used suicide as a means to expel the United States from Beirut as previously stated, but when fighting the Israelis in southern Lebanon ended up abandoning this tactic and returning to the unconventional warfare which eventually resulted in Israel's withdrawal in 2000.
3. For the most part, the legal opinions avoid the question of discrimination on the part of the "martyr" with regard to the difference between soldiers and civilians. This is the difference between the more respectable opinions stemming from al-Tantawi and other Egyptian religious leaders (who have tried to confine "martyrdom operations" to Israeli soldiers in the West Bank and Gaza) (in accord with the classical sources, see Abou El Fadl 1999, 150-3), and al-Qaradawi (who sees all Israelis as soldiers and thus avoids the issue) as opposed to the more radical Saudi shaykhs, who usually state that because westerners pay taxes to their governments, civilian populations are all responsible for the actions of the latter, and are therefore legitimate targets. While al-Tantawi and others are concerned with making certain that "martyrdom operations" are confined to obvious military targets, the Saudi shaykhs have decided that all targets in enemy territories (including apparent enemies such as Israel, India and Russia, and non-belligerent enemies such as those in Europe and the United States) are legitimate. For this purpose the Saudi shaykhs provide us with the example of the mangonel, which in the classical texts lobbed large payloads (usually of rock or during later times explosives) at a city or fortress walls or occasionally over them in an indiscriminate fashion. Permission to use this weapon by medieval scholars is supposed to provide us with an analogy to what today would be referred to as "collateral damage." Again, this analogy is unconvincing. The reasons for the use of the mangonel were military in nature; the appearance of "collateral damage" was peripheral to the overall military purpose. In the fatwas allowing martyrdom operations the "collateral damage" is actually the goal of the operation rather than a side effect. "Collateral damage" may be a disturbing and even horrifying fact of warfare, but it is still very different from cold-blooded slaughter or targeting a civilian population with the excuse that they should have known better than to be in the way.
More convincing is the use of another analogy taken from the medieval scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) who dealt with the question of what a Muslim army was supposed to do when an opposing infidel enemy used Muslims as human shields.7 This was far from a hypothetical scenario, as the Mongols (against whom Ibn Taymiyya was writing) used precisely this tactic frequently. Ibn Taymiyya, once again, tells us regretfully that if there is no other choice then the Muslim army must attack the enemy and not be deterred by human shields. In short, there is a duality to the action; if the point of the action as a whole is to kill the enemy, and the only way to do that is by also killing the Muslim "shield" then the action is approved. It is the responsibility of the Muslims to gain the victory and not to worry about killing their innocent co-religionists. In the contemporary literature on martyrdom operations, the analogy goes more or less that since civilians surround what radical Muslims consider to be legitimate targets one cannot always take their lives into consideration if the victory is to be obtained. Since Ibn Taymiyya gave permission to sacrifice even Muslim civilians in the case of "human shields," therefore, the lives of civilian infidels cannot be more valuable ( 
A Historical Comparison with Christianity and Buddhism
While considering the issue of "martyrdom operations," one is struck by the lack of a parallel with other faiths that actively promote martyrdom or provide widespread cultural or religious approval of the idea of dying for one's faith. Christianity and Buddhism provide the most obvious examples of faiths in which martyrdom plays a key role, and in which martyrs are widely held to have superior spiritual status. In Christianity the predominant idea of martyrdom is a passive one in which the foremost paradigm is that of the saint who is presented with a choice between compromising his faith and suffering or death, and is enjoined to chose the latter. Is there a sense of martyrdom attached to those who force the issue by manipulating a situation so as to lead to their own deaths? It is my feeling that for the most part in Christian history there is not, although I would like to return to a historical example in which this was the case and see whether some useful comparisons can be made with contemporary Islam. Christian martyrs may sustain the faith by example, but are not allowed to drive the circumstances leading to their deaths or cause their own deaths lest they be punished eternally as suicides.
In Buddhism we find a more active role on the part of the martyr. Both 8th century Spanish Christians and contemporary Muslim radicals suffered (according to their own perception) marginalization and to a large degree even the contempt of their social betters, who want to live and let live, to take life less seriously, and to emphasize the commonalities between the faiths rather than the differences. For many contemporary Muslims, the radicals are an embarrassment, a group that drags them back to a primitive and stark view of the world (and especially of non-Muslims) with which they are not comfortable. It is of crucial importance, therefore, for the radical Muslims to sacrifice their more moderate brethren, which they regularly do through the process of declaring them to be non-Muslims (takfir), and to discredit their spirituality (by placing an inordinate emphasis upon fighting the jihad as a salvific action) in order to redraw the boundaries. Perhaps ideally both the voluntary martyrs of Cordoba and the present-day Muslim radicals would like to save as many of their nominal brethren within the boundaries of the faith as they could, but they view the boundaries as more important than being possessed of large numbers of less than completely sincere believers. One should note that radical Muslims have not hesitated to use "martyrdom operations" against fellow Muslims, such as Ahmad Shah Mas'ud, who expired on September 13, 2001. Despite his heroic participation in the jihad against the communists during the 1980s, two Arab radical Muslims were willing to commit suicide just to insure his death. Since the radicals have chosen jihad as the criterion for judging a given Muslim's Islam, and placed a heavy emphasis upon "martyrdom operations," they appear to be willing to place many Muslims outside the fold in order to achieve their goals.
Returning to the contemporary Muslim material, we find that one of the major fatwas enjoining the use of "martyrdom operations," that written by the Saudi radical shaykh Ibn Jibrin, speaks of them in this manner: Creation of terror among the enemy is not the only goal -and certainly not a goal in and of itself-but the goal is to proclaim the truth, and that is a goal that is sufficient to move forward with these martyrdom operations. But the goal of the fighter is, as we have said, the attainment of God's favor, and success in entering heaven. His action in this regard constitutes in truth the highest pinnacle of martyrdom, just as jihad is the highest pinnacle of Islam (al-'Amili 3). Therefore, the usefulness of martyrdom operations as a method of proclaiming and demonstrating one's affirmation of the truth, and its worth to the believer, is something that both the voluntary martyrs of Cordoba and the contemporary Muslim radical martyrs share in common. They view their sacrifices as necessary as a result of the perceived low status of the belief system they hold dear, and to shore up the boundaries between Islam and infidelity. The only motive for these youths was to defend the religion of God, their honor and their sanctity -not in service to humanity nor in service to any ideology whether eastern or western -but in service to Islam, and in defense of its people by their pure intentions, willingly not coerced. This [mission] was also given as a message to all the enemies of the [Muslim] community in that we will strike with an iron fist the heads of our enemies despite their strength and our weakness. It was also given especially at this time because it verifies to the community that is living in distress in every place in these days that the only way to salvation from this humiliation is the sword. The enemy does not understand any language other than this (Proclamation 1).
Ramifications for Contemporary Islam
The question, therefore, is one of power and lack thereof, together with the perceived humiliation of not being at the center of the world stage.
There are a number of other, more negative ramifications to "martyrdom operations" that must be brought out, among them the manner in which they are justified in Muslim law. It is clear from a reading of Muslim law that "martyrdom operations," especially of the usual variety directed against civilians, should never have even come up for discussion, let alone become so widely accepted ( It would be a positive development to see one of the distinguished religious leaders confront the issues raised by this statement. Since suicide attacks or "martyrdom operations" are designed to pave the way for a caliphal pan-Islamic state (at least according to the radical Muslims), one must ask whether they create the pre-conditions for this type of a state to exist. Presumably such a state would be founded upon the shari'a; how would that be possible when the methods by which it would be (putatively) achieved blatantly contradict the hadith literature and make the illegal lawful? These questions need to be considered by radical Muslims before they invent law that makes a mockery of Islamic tradition.
What It is self-evident that the logic of this equivalence will be rejected by Americans, who will either not make this connection or reject it once it is pointed out to them. Simply put, the "martyrdom operation" is generally a failure as a moral statement or as a political advertisement to large numbers of people (however, it is occasionally a success with regard to small groups of malcontents). Its perpetrators will simply be seen as murderers or crazed fanatics (which as we will see below is not necessarily the case), and the action will provoke revulsion and horror rather than the understanding and publicity terrorists seek to achieve. Here we see one of the cruxes of the proclamation of jihad to the world. Radical Muslims see the method of suicide attacks as one of the best advertisements they can use. As noted, it points the finger directly at Islam, and states (at least in their view) that this is a faith worth dying for (of course, it can have the opposite effect as well). Bin Ladin and the shaykh with whom he was conversing elaborate on the number of converts in the wake of September 11 and feel that a wave of conversions occurred as a result of the martyrdom operation. This is by no means certain; however, merely the fact that they associate the two processes -victory in the world with widespread advertisement and subsequent conversion to Islam -shows their mindset. According to their perpetrators the attacks demonstrate that Islam is strong, overcoming the previous (and present) time of humiliation, and therefore people will want to convert. Power is the method by which the faith will be uplifted; suicide attacks demonstrate power and therefore are to the benefit of Islam as a whole.
This This close connection between suicide and suicide attacks or "martyrdom operations" raises the question of motivation for the suicide attackers of September 11. Scholars (McCaulkey 11) have examined the possible motivations of the September 11 attackers. The possibilities seem clear: they are psychopaths, they are driven by strong emotions such as hatred or anger, or group frustration or love. Rightly they dismissed the idea that suicide attackers are psychopaths, and anger and hatred do not appear to be prime motivational factors either. In examining the words of the attackers themselves and their political and religious mentors the issue of humiliation and perceived failure is the largest component in deciding upon these operations. Love and devotion to Islam, together with frustration over the humiliation and degradation being suffered by Muslims in the contemporary world are the major elements in their world-view. Of course, one must understand that for pan-Islamists this type of humiliation will be felt at any time other than when Islam is the dominant political, religious, cultural, technological and economical power in the world. The fact that radical Muslims see none of these fulfilled or even close to being fulfilled constitutes a negation of their belief-system. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that martyrs are usually drawn from the educated stratum of Muslim society (like Albar and Eulogius among the Spanish Christians). It is precisely among this group that the tension and sense of humiliation is the strongest, and the need to affirm one's love and devotion to Islam the strongest. Highlighting the faith and civilization they love by dying for it is truly the highest goal in life. Precisely this group of people will be most anxious to demonstrate to the outside world their rejection of its values, and will even revel in the revulsion their actions cause. This for them will affirm that they are indeed on the right path. The more they see Islamic civilization humiliated and degraded the stronger their need to show their absolute devotion through ever more extravagant displays of loyalty.
